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and Jan Black Political conflict in El Salvador appears to have settled into a pattern of stalemate, a
kind of stability resting on acceptance of protracted warfare. The insurgency/counterinsurgency
fighting has been reduced in amplitude, and the military situation appears to have stabilized,
with the government in control of a superficially normal capital city. In the countryside the
areas, encompassing about one-third of the national territory, that had come to be known as the
"controlled zones" controlled, that is, by the FMLN are now known as "conflicted zones." Many
of these areas have been virtually depopulated, and the armed forces move about them freely, at
least in the daytime. In the domestic balance of power, the oligarchy is down but not out. The old
elite, represented by the ARENA and PCN parties, has tested the extent of its power by blocking
the president's new tax package, which would have shifted the tax burden somewhat to the higher
income brackets. This effort, buttressed by vague threats of a coup and refusal to abide by the
provisions of the new law, secured some concessions by the government. The return of the oligarchy
to power, however, is hardly a fait accompli. The dominant power is clearly that of the United States.
An army, vastly expanded by means including crude impressment (from 12,000 in 1979 to 52,000
today), modernized and made more efficient by massive US financing and tutelage, now responds
to the guidance of the US rather than the coffee oligarchy a power shift rather like that which
transpired in Nicaragua and the Dominican Republic half a century ago. The formal political system
now has been reshaped to the desires of the more intelligent elements of the State Department
into a fairly plausible progressive/democratic model, with an ostensibly center-left political party
holding a majority in an elected assembly, led by an elected president, enacting a program of tax
and land reform. Christian Democratic leaders are not doubt genuinely interested in carrying out
such reforms. If the Christian Democrats are to have a permanent niche in the political system,
they must reconstruct a political base and definitively break the power of the oligarchy. For the
foreseeable future, however, they are not likely to have the clout necessary to implement such
reforms. Repression has been reduced and rationalized in a level that can be passed off to an outside
public as no more than necessary in a situation of internal war. Death squad killings and bombing
casualties are down, but arrests are up and torture remains standard procedure during the first
ten days of detention for those suspected of subversion. The prospects for a negotiated settlement
of the insurgency are slim, since the government feels it is winning militarily and the insurgents
are willing to settle in for a protracted war which may improve their chances. The key substantive
obstacles to a settlement are the rebels' demand for a share of governmental power and integration
of their troops into the armed forces, a demand the government will not consider, and the lameness
of the government's counter-offer of the right to participate in elections lame because at present
the government is unable to guarantee the safety even of its own party members, much less of exguerrillas. While some piecemeal advances have been made in the accommodations of refugee
camps, in the return of displaced persons to their home communities, and in self-help construction
of low-cost housing, the needs of the poorer sectors of society remain vast. In fact, in some respects
they have been rendered more acute by the recent earthquake, by the high level of prices, and by
a rate of unemployment estimated at between 40 and 60 percent. While it is of course impossible
to determine with an exactness popular attitudes toward the FMLN, seasoned observers note a
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"plague on both your houses" attitude growing out of government abuses of power on the one hand
and FMLN transport stoppages and road mines that injure civilians on the other. The role of the
Catholic Church continues to be positive and very important. Although some provincial bishops
appear to be pro-military right-wing ideologues, the Archbishop and Vicar- General in San Salvador
have led Church activism in ameliorating the plight of refugees, earthquake victims, and the poor
and suffering in general. The role of the foreign press also continues to be important. It helps to
denounce abuses of power, although editors and press-service managers appear systematically
to trim stories into greater consonance with the official myths propagated by US government
spokesmen. Ultimately, the struggle in El Salvador is a struggle for the hearts and minds...of the
US Congress. The stability of the present situation is dependent on the continuance of a high level
of funding from the United States; the government's cleaned-up human rights record is due to
pressure from the Congress. Pressure from the Congress might force a negotiated settlement.
Discontinuation of all funding might lead to a rebel victory. However, for the foreseeable future
Congress seems content to accept the State Department's version of reality, so that the current
situation of stalemate is likely to continue. It seems to us that the most effective way of bringing
about a more desirable situation, assuming a favorable change in the US government, would be
to accept the prevailing formulation but to give it real content that is, to accept the concept of a
democratic situation with a reformist government that had eliminated human rights abuses, but
make the concept realistic rather than formalistic. This would entail effective guarantees for the safe
participation of a full range of left-wing parties in electoral politics and for absolute respect for the
results of elections. Guarantees should also include unconstrained freedom for trade union activity.
A stable and viable settlement should also include a steady reduction in the role of the army and
the security forces; a land reform in which the maximum retained holding would be at the level
originally contemplated in the law before it was amended; a comprehensive shift in the incidence
of the tax burden in a progressive direction; and the reorientation of government spending from
military to social welfare ends. In negotiations looking toward such a settlement, the two areas of
greatest difficulty will be the post-settlement disposition of rebel troops, and the effectiveness of
guarantees of safety for former guerrilla fighters and left-wing sympathizers, especially as they
participate in the political arena. In these difficult areas, an international presence of the Contadora
Group, for example, or the United Nations might plan a positive role. [Martin Needler is professor
of political science at the University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM. Jan Black, also a political
scientist, is a member of the Public Administration faculty.]
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